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Introduction

The Lesser Kestrel Falco naumanni breeds in North Africa, Europe and
Asia, and over-winters in sub-Saharan Africa, especially East and
southern Africa (Brown er al. 1982, Del Hoyo et al. 1994). The world
population has been estimated at 50,000 to 60,000 individuals (BirdLife
International 2000). This may however be an under-estimate, as larger
numbers of birds have been counted during coordinated roost surveys in
South Africa (A. van Zyl, pers. comm.).

The Lesser Kestrel is one of the world’s most threatened raptors, listed
as Vulnerable by BirdLife International (2000). The world population
may have declined by more than 20% during the past ten years, mostly
due to habitat loss and degradation associated with agriculture,
afforestation and urbanization (BirdLife International 2000). This
population decrease has however apparently not been reflected in South
Africa where surprisingly the population seems to be stable, possibly
even increasing (Siegfried & Skead 1971, Colahan 1993, Nuttall 1993,
Herremans & Herremans-Tonnoeyr 2001, Barnes 2000, Jenkins 2005).



Gabar 17:2 September 2006

In South Africa, very little is known about the threats to the population
of Lesser Kestrels. It has been suggested that habitat modification,
poisoning by pesticides (especially those to combat brown locusts
Locustana pardalina), persccution at roosts, and removal of roost trees
may be important (Donazar er al. 1993, Pepler 1996, Barnes 2000,
BirdLife International 2000, Jenkins 2005). The roost sites arc also
occasionally hit by violent storms, sometimes causing significant
mortality (Taljaard & Anderson 1994).

Road mortalitiecs have however not been identified as a significant
mortality factor, so when reports were received about dead Lesser
Kestrels on roads in the De Aar area, we decided to investigate. The aim
of this study was therefore to investigate and attempt to quantify the
extent of Lesser Kestrel road mortalities in an area of the Northern
Cape’s eastern Karoo.

Study area

The study was conducted in the Northern Cape’s eastern Karoo, part of

which is an Important Bird Arca (Barnes & Anderson 1998). During the
summer months, Lesser Kestrels roost in large numbers in alien trees in
the towns of De Aar, Philipstown, Hanover, Victoria West and
Britstown. The large concentrations of Lesser Kestrels are an important
ecotourism attraction, which has been marketed in De Aar (Anderson &
Taljaard 2002). The number of Lesser Kestrels in the castern Karoo
varies from year to year, and is probably related to rainfall in the area
and the consequent availability of invertebrate prey (McCann 1994,
Anderson et al. 1999, Kok & Hewitt 1990, Kopij 2002). Rainfall during
summer 2005/6 was above average (¢. 300-400 mm), resulting in
localized irruptions of the brown locust. Large numbers of Lesser
Kestrels were counted in the area. For example, 7640 Lesser Kestrels
were counted at the Philipstown roost on 14 March 2006 and there were
an estimated 5000-6000 birds at the Britstown roost on 15 March 2006,
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Methods

During March 2006 six different roads were driven on 15 occasions to
search for dead Lesser Kestrels (Table 1). Four of the roads were
surfaced and three had a telephone line running parallel to the road, on
one side of the

road. The fourth road (between Britstown and De Aar) had a telephone
line on one side and a powerline on the other side. The vehicle speed
was maintained at 20-40 km/h. Dead birds were only searched for on the
road and in the road reserve, i.e. and not in the relatively densely
vegetated apron area between the road and fence. All dead birds were
inspected, to determine the sex and species and whether the bird was
ringed. Sexing the birds proved to be difficult, as many of the birds were
badly damaged and decomposed, and the females and immature males
are similar in appearance (Jenkins 2005). The specimens that were in
good condition (eight Lesser Kestrels and one Amur Falcon Falco
amurensis) were collected for the McGregor Museum (Kimberley) and
the remainder were thrown over the fence (which facilitated subsequent
surveys along that section of the road and also prevented scavenging
animals from being killed by motor vehicles). While surveying the roads
for dead birds, we also counted live Lesser Kestrels and Amur Falcons.

Results and Discussion

Fifteen stretches of road were driven during seven days during March
2006 (a total distance of 363.4 km). We found 144 dead Lesser Kestrels
(a total of 0.40 birds per km) (Table 1). During these surveys a total of
4555 live Lesser Kestrels were seen (12.53 per km), so the proportion of
dead birds was 3.1% of the total number of birds recorded (i.c. live and
dead birds).

The number of dead birds found represents an absolute minimum of the
total number killed, as it excludes birds scavenged (by crows,
mongooses and other scavenging animals), maimed (which may die
elsewhere), not located in the vegetated road verge, and removed by
concerned motorists (the latter probably accounts for a minimum number
of birds). Also sometimes only a part of the dead bird was found (such as

3



Gabar 17:2 September 2006

a wing, or a leg). This is becausc many birds are scavenged and the
impact of the collision (and subsequent driving over the carcass by other
vehicles) sometimes destroys the carcass beyond recognition.

Although we were unable to find any published reference to Lesser
Kestrel road mortalities elsewhere in South Africa (or elsewhere in the
world), there are some unpublished data. During the 1996/7 summer,
Francois Taljaard (pers. comm.) recorded 58 Lesser Kestrel road Kkills
along roads in the same area. Incidentally, this was also a season when
brown locusts were abundant. There are also unpublished records of 14
Lesser Kestrel road casualtics (nine were juvenile birds) over a three
year period in Macedonia (Emilian Stoynov pers. comm.).

Raptors are known to use roadsides (e.g. Craig 1978), especially in
agricultural landscapes (Meunier ef al. 2000) and mortalities frequently
occur (e.g. Hodson 1962, Hodson & Snow 1965, Hernandez 1988,
Eggenhuizen 1995, Forman & Alexander 1998, Massemin et al. 1998,
Svensson 2003). Barn Owls are the often the most frequent collision
victims, such as in South Africa (Hayley Komen pers. comm.) and in
Idaho, USA (Than Boves pers. comm.), and California, USA (Moore &
Mangel unpubl. manuscript). In Idaho, along a 250 km section of
roadway, possibly 1000s of Barn Owls are killed per annum, and 12
different species of raptors have been located (Than Boves pers. comm.).
Sometimes these mortalities are related to a temporal and localized
availability of food. White & Black (1968) recorded 1.28 dead birds per
km in an area where insects were abundant; only one dead bird was a
Falco.

Although still fairly subjective and only based on these preliminary data,
it is our opinion that the mortalities are related to various factors:

(a) Where there were more brown locusts and/or armoured ground
crickets Acanthoplus discoidalis on the road, there were more
dead Lesser Kestrels. The mortalities may in particular be
associated with the brown locust outbreaks. While feasting on the
roads on the locust hoppers, the kestrels seem oblivious of
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passing traffic. Road verges are also known to support more
prey, including insects, birds and small mammals (e.g. see
Meunier 1999).

(b) Even when there were larger numbers of brown locusts, many
dead kestrels were only found when there were telephone lines
running adjacent to the road. The number of live kestrels counted
along these roads was however also much lower.

(c) More vehicular traffic, and also the speed at which the vehicles
travel, seemed to increase mortalities.

(d) There were fewer kestrel mortalities on gravel roads, but this
could be because motorists travel slower on these roads.

(e) After good rains, the vegetation in the veld is thick and the
kestrels may then need to forage in open arcas, such as on the
roads.

(f) There are probably more kestrel mortalities during the early-
morning, when the Lesser Kestrels are probably hungry.

In order to reduce the number of road casualtics, especially during
summers (and those years with good rainfall) when brown locusts are
abundant, the following is recommended:

(a) An extensive public awareness campaign should be initiated,
especially in the various eastern Karoo towns, using the local
newspapers, radio and perhaps information leaflets. Motorists
should be urged to drive more slowly and cautiously and to blow
their hooters to chase Lesser Kestrels off the road.

(b) Road signs could be erected along roads where collisions
frequently take place. It is however often difficult to get
permission from the authoritics to erect these signs. Also, the
road-collision hot-spots may differ spatially from year to year,
making road sign placement difficult.

(c) Dead birds should be removed from the road and thrown over the
fence (to prevent scavenging animals from being killed).
Carcasses that are in a good condition can be donated to one of
the South African museums, such as the McGregor Museum
(Kimberley), National Museum (Bloemfontein), Northern
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